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Abstract
Silent Love is a 3D animated short film about a family that faced the death of one of their
family members. The story talks about the daughter struggling to tell her hard-of-hearing mom
that her father has passed away in the hospice room. The film starts in the hospice room. The
daughter sits next to the hospice bed, and the audience can see a body covered by a white sheet.
The camera zooms into a family photo on the nightstand, with a lunch box full of food. Then
with a montage editing, the scene cuts back to when the daughter is young; she is sitting at the
dinner table waiting for her mom to serve the dinner. The dad returns home holding a bunch of
flowers. He pats mom’s shoulder and gestures, “I love you to the moon and back.” At the dinner
table, they pass food to each other. The camera cuts into a top view of the table, using food
changing to show the time lapses. With the change of the lighting and food becoming less on the
table, the atmosphere has changed. With a full shot of the dinner table, the audience can tell the
father is no longer sitting in his position. Next, the scene cuts to the hospice room; the father eats
the food that the mom cooked for him. Mom cooks the food daily; she passes the lunch box to
the daughter; with a camera transition, it cuts back to the hospice room with the current time
zone. The daughter hesitates to go home and tell the mom about the father's death. Instead of
gesturing, “ dad has passed away，” the daughter gestures, “I love you to the moon and back,”
just like the father used to gesture.
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Introduction
When I started pitching ideas for my thesis film, the willingness to make a film for my
mom popped into my mind immediately. My grandparents were both deaf, and my grandpa
passed away in October 2020. Because of covid, I cannot travel back home to stay with my
family. So, it’s hard for me to go through this alone in the United States. Especially when I saw
the text message sent by my mom; it said, “I lost my dad.” I felt so sorry that I could not be there
when she needed me the most.
The day that my grandpa passed away, my mom didn’t choose to tell my grandma
immediately. Due to the traditional mindset of Chinese people, we hide terrible news from our
families. My mom wasn't ready to say this information to my grandma three days after the death
until she saw my grandmother standing next to the house door, waiting for my grandpa to come
home from inpatient care. After seeing that, she chose to tell her. That was a heartbreaking
moment. I've asked my mom if you ever regretted that you didn't tell grandma immediately. She
said, "I don't know, but I regretted not telling her how much I love her and your grandpa loves
her after telling her about your grandpa's death."
In this film, I let the daughter tell the mom I love you, like the dad used to say. Especially
after the mom sees the untouched lunch box, love will continue no matter what happens. Also,
this is my way of telling my mom how much I love her and that grandpa is still with us. He has
just gone to a better place without any pain.
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Review of Research
When I pitched this idea of my family story, I received a lot of confusion from other
people about why my mom did not tell my grandpa’s death to my grandma. This situation
happens in Chinese families a lot. When my great-grandmother passed away, my family did not
tell me until a year later when I returned to China. There is a live-action movie about a similar
story in a Chinese family called: The Farewell. In this movie, the family is told that the
grandmother has only a short time left. And everyone decides to make this a secret. This movie
brings me a lot of related emotions when Bili asks her parents why they don’t tell Nai Nai that
she only has a short time left. I used to have the same question. But after that, I realized that it is
a different mindset between the older and younger generations. This film clarifies how the older
generation thinks carefully about facing a loss of a family member. It also provides many hints to
me on how to deal with the hesitation of telling it or not by using camera movements.
The second film is One Small Step by Taiko Studios. It talks about a young girl who
wants to be an astronaut with a father who fully supports her dream. This film uses a change of
the lighting color with an empty house showing her father has passed away. It gives me some
ideas on showing someone’s death without actually showing it. It can present an opposite
atmosphere by using different color tones in the lighting. This film also carries a heavy emotion
between the father and the daughter. After watching this film, it provides me with lots of ideas
about showing family love.

(“CGI Animated Short Film: ‘One Small Step’ by TAIKO Studios | CGMeetup”)
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Those two films inspired me with different viewpoints on telling a family story. I started
having some thoughts on how to make the deck consistent. But combining every element in a
three-minute animated film takes work.
The first element I would like to have in my story is the expression of family love.
Although my grandparents are both deaf, due to the lack of education, we don't use official sign
language in our family. Instead, we create our own through our body language. Even though all
expressions are combined with random body language, we still understand each other clearly.
So, when it comes to how I should make the body language more straightforward for the
audience to understand. For example, the first question that comes to my mind is how to gesture
"Death" and "Love." But then, I suddenly start recalling memories and realize I never said I love
you to my grandparents. Instead, we tenderly embraced each other. So then, hugging becomes
one of the crucial elements in showing family love in my story.
Considering this film will be shown in RIT with most native English speakers, I decided
to use American Sign Language. It is hard for me to give up on my family's expressions, but it
will make the story easier to understand.
The second element I want to build is the love symbols between the parents. My
grandmother loves to cook. When my grandfather stayed in the hospital, my mom brought
chicken soup to visit my grandfather. It is not challenging for my grandfather to taste my
grandmother's cooking. It tastes like home.
Those two significant elements are essential in my story but combining them in a threeminute animated film takes much work. So then, I wrote my first treatment.
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Treatments
The first treatment I wrote dramatically differs from the film's final version. I was trying
to put so much information into the first treatment. This story is based on my family's
experience. I had so many memories that I was willing to put into the film. The central conflict
of my first draft is how to tell the mom about the father's death. Unfortunately, it pushed me in
the wrong direction: spending too much time showing the communication between the daughter
and the mom. The story starts in the kitchen with the mother cooking in the back. The daughter
falls into memory while she is waiting for the food. I wrote the memory scenes to show how they
communicate as a family since the mother is hard of hearing. When the daughter was a child, she
forgot to bring her keys. Then, while knocking on the door, the mother is unresponsive to the
noise outside the house. When the father comes home, he sees the daughter falling asleep,
leaning on the door. The mom feels so sorry about not hearing the sound of knocking. I wrote
this memory scene before the daughter visited her dad, carrying the chicken soup. Next, the
scene cuts to the dark. I was planning to only show the rapid beeping audio as a metaphor for the
father's death. The daughter comes back home and passes the lunchbox to her mom. When the
mom feels the weight of the lunchbox, she knows a bad thing has happened. When the daughter
is about to sign the word "death," the mother stops her movement and hugs her.
After the thesis proposal meeting, my thesis chair Mark Reisch and my thesis committee,
Kevin Bauer and Mari Jaye Blanchard, offered some advice on improving the storyline. The
biggest issue of this treatment version is that the father becomes a minor character. The emotion
between father and mother doesn't appear clearly. Also, the memory of being locked outside the
door is a little tricky here because it does not have any related clue to the story afterward. My
thesis committee members suggested having the father gesture "I love you," showing the daily
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routine. It is my first try at writing a proper script, the storyline could be more precise, and the
emotions between the family need to be shown more. It is a failure.
When the first version of the treatment does not work well, I start brainstorming with the
suggestion I received. Finally, the second version of the treatment appears, unlike the first scene
in the previous version. This version begins in the hospital. I decide to let the daughter see when
doctors save her dad. I was also adding a time of the daughter waiting outside the emergency
room. The memory scene cuts right after the daughter see a white sheet covering her dad in this
version. I focus more on the communication between the father and the mother. In the memory,
the daughter is more like a witness to her parents' romance. In her memory, the father brings a
bouquet every day when he comes home, he gestures " I Love you to the moon and back" to the
mom, and they hug each other. The daughter hesitates to return home because she is not ready to
tell her mom about her father's death. In the end, the mother is waiting for her in the living room
when the daughter arrives home. She gestures "I love you to the moon and back" to her mom
instead of gesturing "death." It is the first time that the daughter expresses love to her mom in
this film. After seeing the gesture, the mom hugs the daughter. As the camera moves around both
of them, the daughter's character changes into the father.
I started drawing a 2d storyboard based on this version, though this second version of the
storyline changes a lot later in the next two committee meetings. I start considering the camera
movements while drawing the 2d storyboards.
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Progress
-

3D Animatics
Based on what I discovered on the 2d storyboard, I started doing 3D animatics using free

rigs I downloaded online to verify the stage of each scene—especially doing a lot of camera
testing on every cut. I used Maya as my major software to make the animatics. For example, I
use many squares to position characters or props accurately. Besides the camera testing, another
goal of this 3D animatic is to get a basic knowledge of the film’s length.

（screenshots from 3D animatic）
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-

The first version of characters.
Doing a narrative story in 3D animation is a big challenge, especially making the film

myself. The first concern that I had was the 3D characters. My thesis chair said that because the
story is based on my family, I should better have had all characters look Asian. Unfortunately,
most of the rigged models I can find online are all white, with my limited modeling, rigging, and
texturing skills. I decided to pay someone to do the models for me. I found a studio online that
accepted my case on August 2021. My storyline is across two different time zones, so all
characters need two versions of different ages. Owing to my limited budget, I asked the studio to
make the daughter character precisely. I added some wrinkles and changed the hairstyle and eye
colors to make the models for the mother character.
Additionally, there is a requirement to create a younger version of the daughter, who
should be around the age of a teenager. Based on reality, it would be best to receive all rigged
models before the end of November 2021. At the same time, I was using free rigs for my 3d
animatic and rough blocking.
The first version of my customized model was received by the beginning of October
2021. After I imported them into my film scene, Mark Reisch suggested I test all the controls to
make sure every control would move the way I wanted. Then I tested the rig and found some
issues with animating facial emotions. Especially on the lack of controls on eyebrows would
limit the facial expressions on the character’s performance on being sad or happy. After the
studio fixed all the minor bugs on the rig, I received the final version of the daughter character at
the end of October 2021.
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Then I put the daughter character into the 3D animatic and started doing rough blocking.
The mother character was made on the same rig with minor changes in the geometry. Mark
Reisch suggested I use the daughter character for the mom's role on rough blocking until I
received the final version of the mother's rig. A function in Maya called replaced reference can
replace the models without deleting the animations if the same software rigs the models.
The last model that needs to be confirmed is the dad's character. Unfortunately, there are
few options on Asian male characters online, but fortunately, I found a suitable rig for the dad.
So everything was on track at that time.

（facial expression test for the daughter rig)（A screenshot of the first version of rigs)
-

The first meeting with committee members in Fall 2021.
During the progress of the rough blocking, I had the first committee meetings with my

committee members. Therefore, the storyline of the rough blocking is based on my second
treatment. After the committee members reviewed my rough blocking animation, I received
negative feedback on my storytelling skills and the overused camera movements. To achieve a
better understanding of the story, my committee members suggested I remove the scene where
the daughter was a witness to her father's death. Instead of having a forty-second animation
showing the father's death, it would be better to start the animation showing the loss at the
beginning. On the storytelling side, the audience could have the same information about
13

someone who has just passed away, but it would reduce nine hundred frames of animation on the
production side. In the meantime, for more convenient environmental staging, the father could be
staying in the hospice room rather than in the hospital. The second change in the environmental
stage is the last scene in the living room, animating the mother cooking the food for the next visit
will have more strong contrast when she sees the daughter bringing back an uneaten lunchbox. It
also connects more with the previous scene because of the kitchen. Then, the environmental
staging was shortened to three sets.

（starting in the hallway in the hospital versus in the hospice room )

（Ending in the living room versus in the kitchen )
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-

The second version of the characters.
Every day has new challenges. But unfortunately, I never received the rest of the models

from the studio. Even though I sent a thousand messages telling them these models are
overriding characters in my thesis film. At the beginning of January 2022, the studio collapsed,
and I didn't receive any refunds or the models. It caused me to restart everything in 3D, including
the blocking animations that I have done before; also, I need to find new rigged models as soon
as possible. The time left for me to finish my thesis film is less than three months.
I considered a set of rigged models as a backup plan when I started doing the film. It is a
family character set, including the mother, the father, the daughter, and the grandparents.

.
（The family set )
The biggest concern about using this set is the consistency of the models. To make the
characters look younger and older versions of the same role, I kept them in the same hairstyle
and eye colors. Also, adding the same pair of glasses as the grandmother’s model to the mother’s
model may make it relevant to the concept of age growth.
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（Characters after adjustment )
-

The first meeting with committee members in Spring 2022.
When I started blocking animation with the new rigged models, I worried about

clarifying the characters' images. It confused audiences with too much information shown in one
scene. During the second meeting, the committee members mentioned it would be hard for the
audience to understand the close-up shots with two family photos on the nightstand in the
hospice room, presenting the age of the family. It shows the position of the same character as a
metaphor for nature and the different generations. Removing one of the photos would be caused
fewer questions to the audience.

（Adjustments after removing one of the photos )
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There is another shot with the replacement of the models in the same movement.
However, my thesis committee offers a better solution for showing the character's age changing.
For example, instead of fading the models, changing the models when the camera cuts to the shot
that shows the father is no longer sitting with the family at the dinner table would be a more
natural solution.

Back to the storytelling, adding one shot that the older mother cooking the food would
make a connection with the previous cooking and shows how food is essential in the family by
showing the mother’s expression of love to her family.
This meeting was held in March 2022. After the session, I felt stressed because I still had
many issues with how to tell the story properly. The time left for me to finish the film is only
about a month. It was a big challenge for me to make those adjustments within a short time, but
when I saw the film's final draft version, the story was more precise and more understandable
than the previous versions.

-

Lighting
Lighting is one of the practical tools for creating different atmospheres. For example, a

warm tone usually presents cozy, comfortable scenes. Oppositely, a cooler color tone gives
sadness vibe.
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The dark blue tone at the film's beginning shows the father's death. Then, back into the
memory scene, the lightings are in a yellow, soft style, leading to a happy atmosphere, besides
the shot shows less food on the table. Without showing any information, the audience would
guess what is going on because the lighting creates a strong contrast between the two pictures in
different colors.

When the daughter returns home knowing her father's death, I designed this shot to be
present as a half warm tone and half cool tone on the lighting. The warm lights from the stove
reflect on the mother’s character, which has the metaphor of the mom still holding the hope that
the father will be cured. But the daughter stands in the dark, presenting that the daughter has the
opposite mood as the mom.
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At the film's end, the lighting's color contrast slowly turns from a cool to a warm tone
when the daughter gestures, “I love you to the moon and back.” The color turns warm entirely
when the camera movement shows the hug between the father and the mother characters. It
shows that love will continue no matter what happens in this family.

Audio
The background music in this film is composed by Andrew Carroll, a student from the
Eastman School of Music at the University of Rochester. I found his contact information from
the artist call meeting list provided by the SOFA department from RIT. When I first contacted
Andrew, he was interested in this story and enthusiastically emailed me to arrange a meeting.
During our first and only meeting, I showed him my rough animatic and explained what
happened throughout the story scene by scene. He asked my opinion on what type of music I
would like to have. Since I knew nothing about composing music, I told Andrew I would let him
fully take charge of it and do whatever he wanted. Andrew Carroll is a talented musician; he
perfectly composed the whole music in 2 days.
We both felt satisfied with the final version of the film. With the music that Andrew
composed, the film is completed.
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Evaluation
The whole process of making this film is a long-term fight. The suggestion from my
thesis chair Mark Reisch on writing a shot list for my thesis film is particularly helpful in
organizing and maintaining the order of the scenes. I listed the main scenes in this film and the
length of every cut in order to remind myself of the progress. Besides that, I could also write the
feedback I received during the weekly meetings I had with Mark Reisch on the list. Also, I used
syncsktech.com as the major method of showing the animations. Syncsketch.com would allow
users to share notes through the platform and get recorded.
When I presented the final version of the film during the last committee meeting, I finally
received much more positive feedback from my committee members compared with the previous
meetings. The story is much more straightforward for the audience to understand; Mari Jane
taught me to do more fading cuts in the editing. The approval of my thesis film took all of the
stress away when the meeting ended. I cried because my efforts finally got a result. The whole
progress of making this film had a ton of unexpected problems and challenges. I came through
all the issues with holding and believing in my family’s love as the primary motivation.
Screening my film for the audience was challenging but also an exciting experience. I
cried again while on the stage to present the artist’s statement. It is not surprising that I receive
feedback on feeling confused about characters that do not look alike, which creates a little
confusion in the storytelling. But also I received some feedback on the sound effects, which is
helpful in adjusting the sound afterward.
When the screening ended, many of my friends told me they cried while watching it.
Because this film reminded them of the family member they lost in the past or the family
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member they had not seen for a while due to the covid. Overall, my thesis film reminded them
the family love. That feedback is powerful because I felt I spread the love to others.

Conclusion
When I presented this film to my mother, she cried and asked me if this story was based
on our family. I said yes. This film succeeded. I felt so satisfied with making a film about my
family. I also learned a lot through the progress of making this film. The biggest thing I learned
is love, which is the central theme of this film.
When I received a message from the studio that said they could not hand in my models. I
had thought about giving up on this thesis film. But every time I struggled with the depression of
giving up the movie, I was reminded of the love from my family.
Throughout making this film, I received much help from my thesis chair Mark Reisch
and my thesis committee members, Mari Jaye Blanchard and Kevin Bauer. I had weekly
meetings with Mark Reisch to check the progress; Mark helped me immensely with my technical
issues. Mari Jaye and Kevin provided me with many helpful suggestions on storytelling. After
the screening, lots of my friends said they all cried when they watched the film. Half of the credit
goes to Mari Jaye and Kevin. Also, I received much support from our SOFA classmates.
I realized that friends and school are our selected family; all of the help and support I
received is not only a friendship or a responsibility of schoolwork but also could be considered a
family love. Love will continue and exist forever in different ways. It also matches the main
topic of my thesis film.
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TITLE
Silent Love
DIRECTOR
Yuehui Zhu
KIND OF FILM
3D Animation (3mins)
LOGLINE:
A daughter struggles to tell her deaf mom that her father has passed away.

THESIS STATEMENT：
Love will never let someone be left behind.

TREATMENT:
Through the window, we see an old lady standing in front of the stove, cooking chicken soup in
the pot. A middle-aged lady is sitting at the dinner table behind her, looking at the photo album
in her hand. She smiles as she reads it. She chuckles when she sees some of the photos. She
falls into memories when she sees a picture of herself and her parents standing in front of a
rocking chair.
Memory: A young girl stands in front of the door with her head down, rummaging in her bag with
both hands. She stops searching and starts knocking hard on the door. Through the camera, we
could see a mother sitting inside the house, unresponsive to the noise behind her, and cooking
the food intently.
The girl stops knocking on the door and sits on the floor in front of the door until her father
comes back home. The father sees the girl sitting in front of the door; she has fallen asleep. He
picks the girl up, removes the key from his bag, and opens the door. When the mom sees the
girl sleeping in her father’s arms, she realizes that the girl is locked out because she forgot her
key and had been waiting outside for a long time.
After that, the father buys a rocking chair so the mother can sit in front of the house and watch
her daughter return from school every day.
(Back to reality)
Suddenly she feels someone patting her on the shoulder. She looks up and sees her mother
smiling as she hands her a lunchbox. She opens it and sees her father's favorite chicken soup.
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She gestures to her mother and hurries out with the chicken soup.
(Cut into the next scene)
The picture becomes dark, and only the rapid beeping sound can be heard.
(Cut into the next scene).
The middle-aged lady stands inside the house and holds the lunchbox; the indoor lighting is
dim, and she sees her mother sitting in the rocking chair, looking asleep.
Just then, she sees her mother open her eyes and stand up immediately, Her body is slightly
unstable, but her eyes are full of expectation.
She walks closer to her mom and hands the lunchbox to her. The mother’s emotion changes
immediately when she feels the weight of the lunchbox. She raises her hands and gestures that
she just returned from the hospital. She stops her hand movements and looks at her mother.
When she is about to sign the word death, the mother stops and hugs her.
RATIONALE:
This is a story that is based on my Mom and my grandmother. My grandparents both are deaf,
and even though we never used official sign language in my family, we still can understand
each other by using body language. We even created our sign language.
When my grandpa passed away, my mom struggled to tell my grandma this information for
three days.
The motivation for this film is that I want to present this short animation as a gift to my mother.
The moment of telling the death of my grandma is touching for me, and it is essential in my
mother’s life.
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